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THE DUAL ROLE OF SUBJECT MATTER 
TEN OIL PAINTINGS
I .  S tatem ent o f  th e  problem
The main o b je c t iv e  of t h i s  s e r i e s  of te n  o i l  p a i n t ­
in g s  was to  re-exam ine thp use of reco g n izab le  su b je c t  
m a t te r  w ith  r e g a rd  to  tw e n t ie th  cen tu ry  developments in  
p a i n t i n g .
The p a in t in g s  in  t h i s  s e r i e s  r e f l e c t  a d ig e s te d  
u n d ers tan d in g  of cubism, ex p ress io n ism  and su r re a l ism .
They come out o f  a d i r e c t  ex perience  w ith  a b s t r a c t  e x p re s ­
s ion ism  and a re  c o n s c ie n t io u s ly  no t hard-edge, pop, op, or 
m inim al. Having s ta te d  what they  a re  n o t ,  i t  i s  more d i f ­
f i c u l t  to  e x p la in  what they  a r e .  Of a l l  the  schools  and 
"ism s" t h a t  a re  used to  c l a s s i f y  p a in t in g s  t h i s  s e r i e s  i s  
c lo s e r  to  th e  i n t e r e s t  o f  many p a i n t e r s  today who a re  con­
cerned w ith  a new r e a l i s m .  The one u n ify in g  f a c to r  among 
t h i s  group o f a r t i s t s  i s  th e  use of re c o g n izab le  s u b je c ts .
I I .  The d u a l r o l e  of s u b je c t  m a t te r
P a in t in g  re c o g n iz a b le  s u b je c t  m a tte r  today has many 
p i t f a l l s  i f  th e  p a i n t e r  i s  concerned w ith  in n o v a tio n  and 
s t y l e .  Being very  f a m i l i a r  w ith  e a r ly  tw e n t ie th  cen tu ry  
p a i n t i n g ,  th e  a r t i s t  could e a s i l y  f in d  h im self  going back
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i n  h i s to r y  to  r e i t e r a t e  p r e - a b s t r a c t  e x p r e s s io n is t  days.
On the  o th e r  hand, a s tro n g  r e a c t i o n  a g a in s t  a b s t r a c t  ex­
p re ss io n ism  a l s o  helped produce th e  pop a r t  of the  s i x t i e s ,  
and pop a r t  i s  one answer to  using  reco g n izab le  s u b je c ts .  
However, t h i s  t h e s i s  was p r im a r i ly  concerned w ith  the  dua l 
r o l e  o f  s u b je c t  m a tte r  and no t so much w ith  s t y l e .
When an  a r t i s t  i s  concerned w ith  reco g n izab le  s u b je c ts  
such a s  th e  f i g u r e ,  s t i l l  l i f e  o b je c t s ,  and so f o r t h ,  he 
in v e n ts  symbols to  e x p re ss  th e se  s u b je c ts .  The symbol i s  
“re a d "  two ways. F i r s t  i t  i s  seen as the  o b je c t  i t  r e p r e ­
s e n ts  and t h i s  "see in g "  i s  co lo red  by whatever p sy c h o lo g ic a l  
im p l ic a t io n s  th e  symbol might have fo r  the in d iv id u a l  who 
i s  look ing  a t  i t .  Secondly, and more im portan t a e s t h e t i c a l l y ,  
i t  i s  seen  as  a pure a b s t r a c t  shape w ith  a c e r t a in  amount 
of v i s u a l  weight due to  i t s  c o lo r ,  shape and placement in  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  the  o th e r  forms in  the  p a in t in g .
Simply s t a t e d  th e n ,  s u b je c t  m a tte r  in  p a in t in g  has the  
dua l r o l e  of r e p r e s e n t in g  b o th  an o b je c t  and an a b s t r a c t  
shape. Emphasis may be g iven  to  e i t h e r  r o l e ,  b u t one does 
n o t nega te  th e  o th e r  and because b o th  r o l e s  a re  always p r e s ­
e n t ,  a k ind o f d u a l v i s io n  i s  r e q u ire d  on the p a r t  o f  the  
v iew er. The im portan t th in g  i s  never com pletely  the  symbol 
i t s e l f  ( i s  i t  an  a p p le ,  the  moon, or a face ? )  b u t how i t  i s  
used in  r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  o th e r  symbols to  complete a whole
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id e a .  A ll  of t t i i s  i s  fundam entally  a b s t r a c t  and i s  the 
b a s i s  fo r  a l l  m ean ingfu l p a i n t in g ,  in c lu d in g  r e p r e s e n ta ­
t i o n a l  p a in t in g .
■Why ttien  be concerned with, su b je c t  m a tte r  a t  a l l ,  i f ,  
i n  tbe  end, i t s  a b s t r a c t  q u a l i t i e s  a re  emphasized? B a s ic a l ly  
th e re  i s  no d i f f e r e n c e  between a b s t r a c t  or n o n re p re s e n ta t io n a l  
forms and r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  forms; the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  forms 
a re  m erely  combined in to  f a m i l i a r  p a t te rn s  we recogn ize  and 
name. The advantage o f  working w ith  su b je c t  m a tte r  in  the  
p r o j e c t  was t h a t  i t ,  p re se n te d  an  o p p o r tu n ity  fo r  em otional 
and p sy c h o lo g ic a l  involvement which was n ecessa ry  i n  o rder 
to  develop an a t t i t u d e  th a t  could give d i r e c t io n  to  the work.
The s t i l l  l i f e  p a in t in g s  in  the p r o je c t  were based 
on f a m i l i a r  o b je c ts  p laced  a t  random on a round t a b l e .
The s t i l l  l i f e  was n o t  s e t  up i n  the  s tu d io ;  t h a t  would 
have been a d isa d v a n ta g e .  The co n s ta n t  accum ulation  of 
m u l t ip le  d a i ly  im p ress io n s  o f  f a m i l ia r  o b je c ts  and p la c e s  
r e s u l t s  in  a much more v iv id  and m eaningful in n e r  image.
But once th e  in n e r  image i s  o b j e c t i f i e d  on canvas, i t  de­
mands to  be seen a e s t h e t i c a l l y ,  no t only fo r  the o b je c t  or 
p la c e  i t  r e p r e s e n t s ,  b u t f o r  what i t  i s ,  a r e l a t i o n s h i p  
o f  a b s t r a c t  shapes and symbols en r ic h ed  by a l l  the  t a c t i l e  
q u a l i t i e s  t h a t  p a in t  can give i t .  Throughout the  p r o j e c t ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  in  th e  s t i l l  l i f e s ,  i t  was n ecessa ry  to  f l a t t e n  
th e  m odelling  on rounded forms and fo rce  t h e i r  a b s t r a c t  
shape to  th e  s u r f a c e .
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Ttie two landscape p a in t in g s  were based on v a r io u s  
lo c a t io n s  on campus. They were no t p a in te d  d i r e c t l y  from 
nature-, bu t were “remembered". Both th e  landscape and s t i l l  
l i f e  com positions developed s im u ltan eo u s ly ; s o lu t io n s  to  
problems t h a t  developed in  a s t i l l  l i f e  were a p p l ie d  to  a 
landscape ,,  and th e  same symbols fo r  o b je c t  space and back­
ground space were used in  b o th ,
I I I ,  The problem of space
From th e  b eg in n in g , th e re  was a s tro n g  b e l i e f  t h a t  th e  
in h e re n t  two d im ensiona l q u a l i ty  of the  canvas should no t 
b e ;d e s t ro y e d ;  and t h a t  th e  r e a l i t y  of a f l a t  canvas should 
be m a in ta in ed  in  some way by th e  k ind  of space t h a t  i s  c re a te d  
i n  th e  p a i n t in g .
In  th e  p r o j e c t  t h i s  problem was re so lv e d  by ju x tap o s­
ing  f l a t  space a r e a s  and hard edges a g a in s t  a re a s  of shallow  
space and e x p r e s s i o n i s t i c  b ru s h s t ro k e s .  The t h i n  h o r iz o n ta l  
and v e r t i c a l  bands o f  c o lo r  served the  fu n c t io n  o f  r e a f f i r m ­
ing th e  f l a t  s u r f a c e .  These bands of co lo r a l s o  c re a te d  
te n s io n  between the  f r e e  space a re a s  which suggested  some 
dep th  and the  f l a t  space a re a s  which denied i t .  In  a re a s  
where hard-edge bands were no t used, the  tw o-dim ensional 
q u a l i ty  of th e  canvas was emphasized by t i l t i n g  p la n es  f o r ­
ward and c r e a t in g  p assag es  of movement p a r a l l e l  to  th e  su rface , 
There was a l s o  an i n t e r e s t  i n  e s t a b l i s h in g  an outward 
or upward p a t t e r n  of movement!, t h a t  would d i r e c t  the  eye
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from some p o in t  w ith in  the  canvas outward to  the edges and 
suggest a c o n t in u a t io n  o f  the  forms in  the space o u ts id e  
the  boundarie s  of  the  p a i n t in g .  This became so dominating 
an  i n t e r e s t  t h a t  some of th e  p a in t in g s  were no t framed b e ­
cause i t  was thought t h a t  the  r e s t r i c t i n g  l i n e s  of a frame 
ware c o n tra ry  to  t h i s  f e e l in g  o f expansion ,
IV, Conclusions
While working on th e se  p a in t in g s  i t  was so obvious 
t h a t  s im i la r  forms a re  r e p e a te d  by n a tu re  and by man in  
a l l  k in d s  o f s u b je c t  m a t te r .  These forms and shapes 
a re  even found under the  microscope and in  a e r i a l  views of 
land  fo rm a tio n —in  th e  m icroscop ic  and the m acroscopic 
w orld s . By s e l e c t in g  the  n a t u r a l  forms which appea l most 
s t ro n g ly  and d i r e c t l y  to  h is  se n ses ,  an a r t i s t  can develop 
a p e r s o n a l  vocabu lary  o f  forms which can be used to  ex p ress  
any s u b je c t .
Throughout the  p r o j e c t  p a in t in g s ,  oval or rounded forms 
dom inate . These cu rv ing  l i n e s  and c i r c l e  shapes a re  co u n te r­
balanced  by s tro n g  h o r iz o n ta l  and v e r t i c a l  d i r e c t i o n s .  The 
h o r iz o n ta l  bands o f c o lo r  or v e r t i c a l  movements provide a 
s t a b i l i z i n g  u n d e r s t ru c tu re  fo r  what i s  o therw ise  a very 
o rg an ic  and sensuous o rg a n iz a t io n  of forms.
Aside from the ev e r  p r e s e n t  t e c h n ic a l  problems of 
p a in t in g  and development of s k i l l ,  one of the most p e r ­
s i s t e n t  problems throughout the  p r o je c t  was m a in ta in in g
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th e  in n e r  freedom and s t a t e  o f  mind necessary  to  keep an 
easy flow to  the b ru sh  and to  l e t  th in g s  happen.
Freedom from be ing  too  r a t i o n a l ,  too t i g h t ,  too  bound 
by p reconceived  id e a s —th a t  i s  a l e v e l  of m a tu r i ty  th a t  
comes, p e rh ap s , a f t e r  y e a rs  o f  s t r u g g le .  But the s t ru g g le  
cannot show; the  work cannot be labored  or mundane or 
o rd in a ry .  The most s u c c e s s fu l  work in  the p r o je c t  should 
convey t h i s  freedom o f  s p i r i t .
Collage was used in  s e v e ra l  p a in t in g s  because i t  was 
the  b e s t  s o lu t io n  to  a p a r t i c u l a r  problem; i t  allowed fo r  
more freedom in  working and c re a te d  a s u rp r is e  element by 
ju x ta p o s in g  u n l ik e ly  s u r f a c e s ,  p a t t e r n s ,  and shapes. I t  
helped in c re a se  the ex c item en t achieved by the unexpected 
and r e in f o r c e d  the  b e l i e f  t h a t  the  l e a s t  one can ask  of a r t  
i s  t h a t  i t  help one ex p e rien ce  o th e r  l e v e l s  of consciousness , 
There i s  a deep c u r re n t  of d n t u i t i o n  in  t h i s  k ind of 
a r t  and a se a rc h  fo r  r i c h e r  meanings in  the accoutrem ents 
of  f a m i l i a r  r e a l i t y .
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